
THE WOODEN BRIDGE 

A bridge over the Waitara River at Purangi was urgently needed as John Ross, a Milsom settler, had 
already drowned there. The fiver was crossed in a cage suspended from a travelling block on a 5/8 inch 
cable stretching 62 metres about 13 metres above water. The settlers had to unload their drays nearly six 
kilometres from the river, sledge their goods to the crossing, sling them over the cable and pack them to 
their homes. 

Mr E Hemmingham (school teacher) describes very graphically his crossing on the wire in 1896: 

I came to the river bank and saw a cable stretched across the river from bank to bank and about 50 feet 
or more above it. Suspended to the cable was a packing case arrangement about three feet long by two 
feet wide, which was what my friend called a cage. This, as luck would have it, was across the river at the 
time, so I began to haul on a wire rope for all I was worth and soon had it at my feet. Then bundling my 
blankets into it I stood for a moment before embarking on my journey through mid-air. Then I stepped on 
board, and sitting on the edge of the box started to haul on the wire rope and pull myself across. It was 
my first experience of a cage and I did not feel very comfortable when after a few minutes' violent exertion 
I found myself pretty well exhausted and hanging like Mohammed's coffin, with the flooded river rushing 
by below me. I mustered up all the breath and courage I could find and resumed pulling and got safely 
across and shouldering my blankets made for the track towards Matau. 

Cable across the Waitara River at Purangi. Seated on travelling gear (board suspended by two chains 
and self-operated by pulleys) is F J Webb. Cable was situated about five chains above the bridge. 

The flying fox over the river must have been erected soon after 1891, probably before much improvement 
to the road. Tenders for the Purangi Bridge were called in 1896, but because of the difficulty of getting. 
timberto the site the prices were considered too high and the money voted for it was transferred to widening 
Junction Road. Finally, in 1898, George Sangster began work and he was assisted by Walter Dowman 
who later became the bridge foreman for the Clifton County Council. The bridge cost £2,143 ($4,286) to 
build. 
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The longest single span wooden bridge in the Southern Hemisphere. Purangi c1900. C.o. Smitl,': 
store beside the bridge, managed by Silk. McAllister Call. Alexander Turnbull Library. 

These two articles appeared in the Taranaki Budget and Weekly Herald: 

29 April 1899 Purangi Bridge 

It is a long time since a correspondent sent you any news from this part of the world, and in the meantlnu 
the district has made great progress as the rest of Taranaki has done. 

It is not many years ago that this part of the province was considered a terra incognito; in fact it wa (lilly 
known to a few surveyors. Now we have a first class metalled road as far as 29 miles from New Plymouth, 
and 19 from Inglewood, the remaining 5 miles being a dray road, but still unmetalled. A loan was CUllillcl 
about a month ago which with the subsidy promised by the Government of £1 for £1, will metal about \ 
more miles. 

At Purangi we come to the Waitara River and the large timber bridge in the course of construction. 11111 
bridge is one of the finest in Taranaki. It is built in four spans, 124ft, 60ft, 40ft and a 24ft span, th tot I 
length being 248 ft. The piles of iron bark were driven in about 30ft, the upper piles being of totara Ill( I 
braces of kauri. The whole of the top structure is of kauri and the height from the level of the river to til" 
top of the bridge is over 60ft. 

The contractor, Mr George Sangster of Stratford, hopes to have the bridge finished in 4 or 5 weeks. II I 
proposed to have the official opening on the 24th of May when it is likely we shall have the presenc ot 
some notable person to open the bridge for traffic. A meeting of the settlers will be held tomorrow to arrarm 
details of the ceremony. 

The bridge will be a great boon to the settlers living on the other side of the river. It will also draw a lot of 
traffic from the East Road to Inglewood and New Plymouth. 

The member for the district, Mr W Symes (who deserves well from the settlers in this part) will addre ! 
a meeting here on Monday 1st of May. 
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